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Dear  Sirs: 

The  Finance  Commission  submits  herexirith  the  [first  of  two 

-  -1- 
reports  upon  the  administration  of  the  Assessing  Department  of  the 

City  of  Boston,   These  reports  are  the  result  of  the  administrative 

survey  required  by  Chapter  26l  of  the  Acts  of  the  Massachusetts 

Legislature  of  19^2.   The  surveyor  in  this  instance  is  Cuthbert  E. 

Reeves  of  Buffalo,  New  York. 

The  Commission  arranged  to  have  this  particular  survey 
divided  into  two  parts.  Part  I.  relates  to  general  organization 
and  methods  and  practices  of  administration  in  the  department »  ^ 
Part  IT,  relates  specifically  to  the  policies  and  practices  In  the 
determination  of  assessable  valuations  and  the  subsequent  abatement 
practices. 

The  final  report  has  been  delayed  because  tHe  Board  of 
Assessors  in  office  in  19^9  declined,  on  claimed  legal  grounds,  to 
make  available  to  the  Finance  Commission  or  its  agent  certain  infor- 
mation and  records  which  were  necessary  to  obtain  a  true  picture  of 
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what  has  transpired  In  property  tax  abatements  and  why.   Neverthe- 
less the  Commission  and  its  agent  have  been  able  to  piece  together 
information  otherx^rise  available,  analysis  and  study  of  which  have 
developed  a  fairly  accurate  picture  of  the  situation.   It  will  be 
shown  in  a  second  release  of  this  particular  survey. 

Our  surveyor  found  that  Boston  rates  about  the  lowest  of 
all  the  big  cities  in  this  country  in  assessing  status,  s.s  tested  by-, 
(l,)  the  legislative  procedure  under  which  property  is  assessed; 
(2)  by  the  form  of  assessing  organization  prescribed;  (3)  by  the 
adequacy  of  assessing,  equipment  records  and  (k-)   by  taxpayer  reaction 
to  assessed  valuation. 

Boston  appears  in  an  unfavorable  position  in  the. national 
picture  with  respect  to  the  cost  of  its  assessment  programo  The 
cost  is  very  high  here  by  comparison  with  other  cities;  high  in  total 
cost,  in  cost  per  capita  and  in  cost  per  unit  of  property  valuation. 

Some  of  the  factors  underlying  this  high  cost  are  the  fact 
that  the  department  is  operating  under  antiquated  legal  and  restric- 
tive regulations  and  is  poorly  organized  and  inadequately  equipped 
to  perform  its  functions  equitably  and  efficiently.  Furthermore  its 
clerical  processes  are  complicated  and  wasteful  of  time  and  supplies; 
the  organization  of  personnel  is  outmoded  and  inefficient.  Although 
much  of  the  routine  inefficiency  will  be  corrected  under  a  nevr  punch 
card  operation  now  being  tried  out,  many  other  Iraprovemonts  In 
procedure  are  necessary. 

Some  of  the  recommendations  which  the  Survey  prescribes  to 
remedy  these  telling  defects  lie  within  the  present  poviers  and  re- 
sources of  the  assessors  to  carry  out;  others  will  require  legisla- 
tive action, 

A  summary  of  comment  and  recommendations  follows; 


SUI^aRY  OF  GOMENT  AND  REOOMSMBATIONa . 

The  total  assessed  valuation  in  Boston  of  real  property  is  high 
by  comparison  with  other  cities,  notwithstanding  great  reduction  from 
the  figures  of  the  boom  years  in  the  late  twenties  <>   The  equity  of 
assessments  is  not  determinable  definitely  without  extensive  inves- ■ 
t:'.g£.'tion.  but  is  challenged  by  the  admitted  lack  of  means  for  secur- 
l.'ig  uniformity  in  appraising ^  by  the  influence  of  the  large  number 
of  oompromised  and  adjudicated  appeals,  by  the  consensus  of  informed 
opinion  and  by  the  impressions  gained  in  cursory  examinations  and 
observations  during  this  survey. 

The  assessing  department  is  operating  under  antiquated  legal 
and  regulative  restrictions,  and  is  poorly  organized  and  inadequate- 
ly equipped  to  perform  its  functions  equitably  and  efficiently.   Its 
clerical  processes  are  complicated  and  wasteful  of  time,  stationery 
and  filing  space.  Although  much  of  this  routine  inefficiency  will 
be  corrected  under  the  new  punch-card  operations,  many  other  improve- 
ments In  procedure  are  necessary. 

The  natural  consequence  of  these  deficiencies  is  an  extra- 
ordinarily high  departmental  cost,  despite  the  relatively  low  salary 
scale.  The  cost  is  very  high  by  comparison  with  other  cities^  high 
in  total  cost,  in  cost  per  capita  and  in  cost  per  unit  of  property 
valuation. 

The  organization  of  personnel  is  outmoded  and  inefficient. 
The  chairman  of  the  5-man  board  actually  acts  as  administrator  and 
personally  handles  the  more  important  phases  of  the  work„   The  other 
members  devote  most  of  their  time  when  in  the  office  to  tasks  that 
properly  could  be  performed  by  subordinates.   The  five  deputy- 
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assessors  are  not  deputized  to  act  for  the  board  in  adralnl strati vg 
or  Judicial  matters,  nor  do  they  exercise  supervisorjr  power,  save 
for  some  conferring  with  the  street-assessors.   The  latter  must 
appraise  both  realty  and  personalty,  and  much  of  the  fey   months 
time  devoted  to  city  business /by  them  is  spent  in  reporting  rela.- 
l.ively  unimportant  personalty „  None  of  the  numerous  personnel  are 
£.ts;i.gned  to  the  collection  and  study  of  sale,  rental  and  other  data 
underlying  property  valuation^ 

The  department  has  no  official  tax  maps  from  xirhich  assessors 
or  the  public  may  Identify  property  units  easily.   It  has  no  land- 
value  or  other  special  purpose  maps  found  in  most  progressive 
assessing  offices.  It  has  no  unit  appraisal  cards  forming  a  perma- 
nent record  of  property  characteristics.   It  has  no  manual  of 
approved  standards  for  appraising  property,  real  or  personal. 

The  clerical  procedure  is  complicated  and  Involves  the  use  of 
numerous  forms  of  a  great  multiplicity  of  size,  shape  and  composi- 
tion. Much  of  this  could  be  eliminated  by  simplification  of  exemp- 
tion and  abatement  processing,  and  still  more  by  a  major  revision 
of  the  law  controlling  the  granting  of  abatements* 

Massachusetts  laws  fail  to  provide  the  usual  period  in  which, 
prior  to  closing  the  assessment  roll,  the  assessor  may  be  able  to 
satisfy  complaining  taxpayers.   Consequently,  a  great  volume  of 
tax  appeals  always  is  a  potentiality  here.  In  Boston,  the  number 
of  cases  and  the  dollar  significance  of  tax  appeals  has  grovm  tre- 
mendously in  recent  years  because  of  the  assessors'*  attempt  to 
maintain  business  property  assessments  at  high  levels,  even  after 
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detorminatlon  of  lowor  figures  by  adjudication,  and  of ton  in  contra- 

vontlon  of  their  own  action  in  compromising  the  same  assessments 
for  prior  years. 

liany   of  tho  desirable  changes  in  procedure  lie  within  the 
present  powers  and  resources  of  the  assessors;  some  call  for  auohcr'- 
i2at,ion  of  considerable  expenditure,  and  others  require  leglsla,tjve 
&c';;,x,c'n  to  effectuate-.   They  are  grouped  aocordlngly  in  the  foli.owlni: 

.l,i.3t  of  moi  e  Important  ro(;oirmendations, 

•  o Within  Present  Powers  of  Assessors 

1,  Tho  production  of  property-ledger-cards  whereby  inquii'ios  as 
to  valuation  or  ownership  may  be  answered  more  quickly  and 
easily  than  by  referring  to  valuation  lists  or  to  street-books. 

2,  The  production  of  a  valuation  list  of  real  properties  in 
gGOgraphlc  order,  and  provision  of  adequate  counter  space 
for  inspection  thereof  by  the  public. 

3,  The  production  of  strip-maps  and  an  occupancy  and  rental  survey 
of  all  Important  retail-business  districts, 

k-.     The  production  of  land-value  maps  and  the  determination  of 
unit  prices  for  all  frontage  and  interior  areas 5,  to  be  used 
by  all  street-assessors  as  a  base  for  land  valuation. 

5o  The  adoption  of  standards  for  computing  the  value  of  land 
parcels  of  various  shapes,  from  base  unit  priccsi  for 
classifying,  pricing  and  depreciating  structures;  and  for 
analyzing  sale,  rental  and  other  economic  data  to  servo  as 
controls  of  valuation. 
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6.   Tho  compilation  of  a  manual  of  practice,  admlnistratlvo  and 
technical  J  including  the  standards  recommended  in  item  5, 
and  some  procedure  for  unifying  the  appraising  and  assessing 
of  personalty^ 

7v   The  adoption  of  an  appropriate  real  property  appraisal  card, 
and  the  transfer  thereto  of  the  information  as  to  each  parcel 
now  in  tho  office  records  and  in  the  street-assessors' 
personal  files. 

^,  A  study  of  all  clerical  processesj  to  discover  means  of 

si-mplifylng  and  eliminating  as  many  operations  as  posslbloJ. 
e.g.,  tho  copying  of  117  street-books  by  longhand  each  year. 

9.  A  study  to  consolidate  or  eliminate  forms,  and  to  unify  them 
as  to  size,  shape  and  composition,  so  far  as  practicable. 

10.  A  study  pf  exemption  procedure  to  reduce  tho  amount  of 
repetitive  investigation  and  reporting  of  applicationsy  to 
establish  a  "stable"  poll  list  and  eliminate  waste  in  mail- 
ing thousands  of  poll-tax  bills  that  never  will  bo  paid, 

11,  A  study  of  abatements  and  abatement  procedure  to  reduce  the 

volume  of  work,  establish  confirmed  assessment  levels  in 
critical  districts  and  discontinue  the  maintaining  of 
assessments  previously  repudiated. 

12,  A  study  to  develop  moans  of  giving  greater  service  to  inter- 
ested taxpayers,  to  Inform  the  public  as  to  departmental 
practices  and  to  secure  goodwill  and  co-operation. 
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B   Requiring  Special  Appropriation  of  Funds 

lo  Tho  production  of  tax  raapsy  showing  dimensions  and  areas 
of-.'oTory  parcel  and  systematic  identification  of  each  by  map^. 
block  and  lot  numbering. 
2.  A  field  ohecli:  of  all  structures  shown  on  the  1932  TOA 
inventor^''  cardS;  and  measurement  of  all  now  ones,,  by 
a.n  augmented  staff, 

0   Rgquiring  Legislative  or  Regulatory  Co-opcratlvc  Action 

1.  Confer  with  tho  State  Tax  Commissioner  to  eliminate 
restrictive  regulations ^  such  as  the  use  or  modifica- 
tion of  certain  forms. 

2.  Change  the  departmental  organization  to  have  a  single 
adiTiinistratlvo  head,  with  power  to  assign  his  staff  to 
specific  tasks,  within  the  limits  of  budget  appropria- 
tion and  civil-service  regulations. 

3.  Change  the  timetable  of  assessing  to  provide  a  period 
for  hearing  and  reviewing  taxpayer  protests  between 
assessment  date  and  final  closing  of  the  roll,  and  to 
permit  reporting  taxable  total  valuation  before  adop- 
tion of  the  city  budget.  ,  , 

K,     Re-write  assessing  sections  of  the  statute:  Ocgo, 

eliminate  the  rcqulroraont  that  the  assessment  of  every 
building  on  a  given  parcel  be  listed  separately. 
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5.   Establish  a  local  Board,  of  Tax  Rovlow,  with  power  to 
dccido  all  Boston  tax  cases  pending  and  subsoquontly 
nicd.  but  reserving  to  the  taxpayer  the  right  of  ap. . 
poal  under  certaiii  conditions  to  the  Appellate  Tax 
Board  and  to  the  Court «  '^'^ 

G-      Deprive  the  Assessor  of  power  to  change  any  a.ssessment 
after  a  "grievance  perj.od"  or  to  grant  any  abaternrnt  of 
tax.  and  require  that  out-of-court  scttlomonts  of  tax 
oases  rccomraended  by  the  Assessor  and  the  Corporation 
Counsel  bo. approved  or  dis-approvod  b;^  said  Board  of 
Tax  Review o 

7.  Transfer  to  the  City  Auditor  the  task  of  analyzing  and 
tabulating  revenue  and  expenditure  Items  and  of  deter- 
mining and  promulgating  the  annual  tax  rate* 

2«   If  a  comprehensive  Finance  Department  is  established 

for  all  city  accounting  and  other  financial  operations^ 

include  assessing  as  a  Bureau  thereof,  and  transfer  its 

clerical  tasks,  tax-billing,  etc^  to  a  central  Machine 

Bureau, 

**   The  great  accumulation  of  Boston  tax  cases  (Table  1^) 
is  unlikely  to  diminish  much  under  present  procedure: 
some  means  must  bo  developed  to  relievo  the  Appellate 
Tax  Board.  A  full-time  auxiliary  Board,  interested 
and  diligent  in  its  task,  could  dispose  rapidly  of  most 
of  the  "informal"  group  of  cases  (about  f^fo   of  the  total, 
by  number)  and  also  help  reduce  the  number  involving 
more  important  properties.   Such  a  Board  might  bo  com- 
posed of  three  men  appointed  by  the  G-overnor,  or,  as  in 
the  case  of  appeals  from  city  building  regulations,  by 
the  Mayor,  from  nominees  named  by  organizations  repre- 
senting Law,  Realty  and  Construction.   Their  remunera- 
tion might  well  be  upon  a  per  diem  basis,  in  anticipa- 
tion of  a  greatly  reduced  demand  upon  their  time  when 
the  back-log  of  cases  is  minimized  and  when  more  equita- 
ble assessing  reduces  the  number  of  appeals  filed  annually. 
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9»  Sllmlnato  the  assessing  of  personal  property  by 
uhe  Ciity.,  and  recoup  the  consociicnt  loss  of  tax 
I'ovenue   from  other   sources „ 

The  report   of  the   surveyor  v.'-hich  has  been  accepted. and. 

appi'oved  by   the   Finance   CommlBsion,    is   transnitted  heroxflth, 

Respocrfu.il;'    subraitted 

Edxirard  F.   Llulleny    Chairman 

Alexander  Vfiieeler 

Loo   J.   Dunn 

Frederick  Doane 
Robert  S,  Cunniff 

Secretary  Joseph  K.  Collins 

THE  FINANCE  COimlSSION. 


